Which anti-inflammatory drugs in rheumatoid arthritis?
The choice of non-steroidal analgesic anti-inflammatory drugs for patients with rheumatoid arthritis is now bewildering. Many of these drugs differ only slightly from each other in their pharmacological properties, yet the response of individual patients to each may be very different, for both efficacy and side effects. Two approaches exist for the medical practitioner: to stick regardless to a few well-known drugs or to parade the patient through a sequence of drugs, often with a minimum of documentation, until the best is found. Faced with patients who have tried several with little apparent effect, I
have evolved a return to rational treatment: the mini-pack, multi-drug patient-assessed clinical trial.
Methods and results
Any patient with persistent inflammatory joint disease relatively unresponsive to non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs is given a single prescription. At the pharmacy four different drugs are issued, with standard instructions on each bottle, together with a combined instruction and self-assessment sheet. A five-day supply of each drug is given, and on the 21st day the patient returns to outpatients or to his general practitioner for a further prescription of the best drug. Should one be ineffective or produce side effects the patient is instructed to move on to the next drug.
Some 50 patients have now completed this procedure with no failures; both doctors and patients have found the system satisfactory.
Comment
No problems have occurred with the use of the self-assessment sheet, and remarkably, several patients have found that a previously discarded drug is in fact effective. The standard of patient recording has been high in patients of varying intelligence and education. Even those with minimal command of English have coped well. The completed assessment is filed in the hospital notes for future reference.
The choice of non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs and dosage is purely personal, and others may easily be substituted. The principle is adaptable to various specialties, and may be adapted for use in general practice. Name.
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